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RECENT EXCAVATIONS IN JERUSALEM 



DR. E. W. G. MASTERMAN 
Jerusalem, Syria 



During the summer of 191 1 so many sensational and impossible 
stories regarding certain explorations in Jerusalem found their way 
into the general press in England and America, that a brief account 
of what actually occurred and what has actually been discovered 
may be of interest to the readers of the Biblical World. Until the 
publication of the results it was impossible for the present writer 
honorably to make any statement, but now that practically all that 
is given here has been made public, there is no objection to his 
giving a resume of the whole affair. Those wishing for detailed 
information are referred to the recently published book Under- 
ground Jerusalem: Discoveries on the Hill of Ophel (1909-1 1) by P^re 
Vincent of the Ecole biblique et archeologique in Jerusalem (Field 
Office, London) . This work is published both in English and in a 
more extended form in French. Some account of the history of the 
excavations is also given by Professor G. Dalman in the Mittei- 
lungen und Nachrichten des deutschen Paldstina-Vereins , 191 1, No. 4, 
and a translation of the same appears in the Quarterly Statement of 
the Palestine Exploration Fund, January, 1 91 2 . More or less incom- 
plete accounts of some aspects of the work have appeared in a 
number of newspapers and magazines. 

A party of Englishmen, by no means archaeologists or profess- 
ing to be such, or in any pre-eminent degree biblical students, have 
been excavating off and on for about three years on the southern 
end of the eastern rijige of the ancient site of Jerusalem, the part 
usually known as Ophel, which most modem scholars consider to 
be the situation of the original "Zion" or "City of David." The 
leader of the party was Captain the Hon. M. Parker, and associated 
with him, from time to time, have been some half a dozen English 
gentlemen. This party have had in their employ four burly 
"gangers," whose presence with the gangs of Siloam workmen 
insured steady work and careful engineering. Although the object 
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of the work was for long treated with reserve by the explorers and 
was the subject of much curious speculation by outsiders, Captain 
Parker has now made the public statement (in the Daily Graphic^ 
of London in the first instance) that he has undertaken this expen- 
sive expedition on account of a cipher, discovered by a Swedish 
professor, in certain parts of the Bible, which describes, it is claimed, 
in explicit terms where a large collection of treasure lies buried upon 
the hill "Ophel." It must be supposed that this "treasure" con- 
sists of considerably more than mere antiquities (e.g., the ark, the 
tables of the law, etc.,) or Hebrew manuscripts, because the money 
lavished in this undertaking from first to last must amount to 
many thousands of pounds. In connection with this search, the 
explorers have looked for the "tombs of David and Solomon" 
which, according to all modern views, should lie on this hill, and 
which according to M. Clermont Ganneau are somewhere in the 
vicinity of the "Siloam tunnel." It may be remembered that in 
the Revue critique in 1887 and in tht Athenaeum, September 11, 1897, 
M. Clermont Ganneau developed the theory that the extraordinary 
bends in the Siloam tunnel were made to avoid some important site 
and probably the tombs of the kings of Judah. M. Clermont 
Ganneau was inclined to think that the site should be looked for in 
the concavity of the southernmost curve: these explorers have 
thought that if it is in any curve the northerly one is the more prob- 
able, as the one less explicable on other grounds. But it may be 
said at once that neither treasure nor royal tombs have been found. 
What they have found is of considerable value to the biblical 
archaeologist but of very little interest to the general public. 

The exploring party enjoyed, thanks to money and political 
interest, very unusual advantages in their work. All they have 
undertaken, so far as I know, has been done with the full permis- 
sion of the authorities of the Sublime Porte and they received the 

' In the course of an interview with a reporter in London, Captain Parker is stated 
to have said: "My work has throughout been carried out as a result of a contract with 

the Turkish government and in their name All the antiquities we found in 

the Holy City have been left in the hands of the Turkish government Our 

quest was based on a cipher discovered by a Swede wliich purported to show the exact 
position on Mt. Ophel (or Mt. Moriah) where lay buried old treasures of Israel, 
including vessels of ritual, manuscripts, etc." 
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fullest protection from the local authorities. With regard to the 
work south of the Temple area, on Ophel, there has been no kind 
of serious difficulty or trouble. It is true they have kept off the 
inquiring stranger, prying from mere curiosity, and the journalist 
coming for copy or photographs ; but in a place so full of such people 
they can hardly be blamed for this. To myself personally they have 
been most courteous at all times and they have allowed me freely 
to see all their wonderful tunnels, etc., on Ophel. It has been an 
understood thing that the report of their "finds" is not to be made 
by any private visitor like myself, and therefore I can write now 
only of what has become, through the papers and elsewhere, more 
or less public property. Pere Vincent of the Dominican Fathers, 
than whom none is more competent, has published a full archaeo- 
logical report both in French and English on the work done. The 
excavations on Ophel have been conducted with wonderful engineer- 
ing skill: the shafts have been more like those in a mine than the 
temporary tunnels of an antiquarian excavator. Lined with 
massive wood supports and beams and running long distances 
through the most treacherous soil and up and down the steepest 
rock scarps, the inside of the tunnels appeared to an amateur in 
mining marvels of engineering. The work was pushed on in spite 
of all difficulties, during the sweltering heat of the summer, 191 1, 
during the unusually heavy rains of the winter, 1910-11, and even 
while the ground was covered with nine inches of melting snow, 
the work went on steadily, night and day, gangs of men being 
engaged to reUeve each other, and some of the English party being 
always on duty even during the night. For many weeks work had 
to be conducted through the foulest ground saturated with recent 
sewage. In the whole of this work, the relations of the EngUsh 
party with their Moslem workmen were most happy. 

The disturbances which broke out at Eastertide last year were 
really more or less independent of the true excavations and on 
them I am not in a position to give more than the local hearsay, 
though, having sifted a good deal of gossip, I think I can more or 
less piece together the true facts. It would appear from what 
happened, that Captain Parker, being disappointed in his search 
upon Ophel, determined before leaving to make an examination of 
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certain tunnels, etc., that were known to exist within and around 
the Sacred Rock which forms, in the minds of Moslems, the most 
venerated spot in Jerusalem. It seems to me most probable that 
they had permission to do this both from Constantinople and from 
the local government; because of the very full powers which they 
have obtained for their "Ophel" excavations I should think that 
they had influence enough to have had a "permit" for these smaller 
examinations. Unfortunately they made, as events show, two 
very serious errors of judgment. In the first place, they chose 
one of the most unsuitable weeks in the year for their work — the 
time just before the Nebi Musa festival when Jerusalem is full of 
Moslem fanatics; and secondly, they decided to do their work 
secretly and at night instead of openly in the hght of day. Nearly 
half a century ago Sir Charles Warren and the late Sir Charles 
Wilson made a most thorough exploration of the Haram (Temple 
area) in broad dayhght and mapped everything of interest. They 
opened many underground cisterns and timnels, and all without 
let or hindrance. Captain Parker's party, having won over the 
leading sheiks of the Mosque, got access to the sacred inclosure 
in the darkness and, it is said, worked at several spots by night. 
Unfortunately the secret became known by a member of the 
family of the hereditary guardians of the Mosque, who was not in 
the secret, and through this man the news was slowly diffused. 
Among the inflammable elements were many hundred very ignorant 
and fanatic fellahin returning for the annual feast at Nebi Miisa, 
and these, multipHed by numbers of the town Moslems unfriendly 
to the governor (who was evidently in the secret), and, it is said, by 
many of the Jews unfriendly to the English, made a great outcry. 
The news of the desecration of the Mosque was wired all over the 
Moslem world, the old sheik of the Mosque was imprisoned — he 
would have been torn in pieces if left outside — and also the 
Armenian dragoman of the English party. The Englishmen left, 
as they had previously arranged to do — ^neither sooner nor later 
than they had originally planned — ^in their own yacht, and made 
for Constantinople to exercise their influence at the center of 
things. It is perfectly clear that they took with them nothing 
whatever of value. 
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There is no question but that the whole excitement was a case 
o£ "much ado about nothing." From the report of the local 
commission it would appear that the party opened nothing which 
had not been examined years before by the Palestine Exploration 
Fund explorers, Wilson and Warren, and as to all the treasures 
found — crown of David, sword of Solomon, etc. — only a grossly 
ignorant and credulous people could beheve that after the hundreds 
of years during which this site has been ransacked by covetous 
Romans, Byzantines, Arabs, Crusaders, and Turks anything of real 
importance could remain. Personally, I do not believe anything 
of antiquarian interest or monetary value has been found in the 
Mosque precincts. The part of the explorations which has loomed 
largest in the public eye is, then, the one which is of the least real 
interest. What is of present interest to all Bible students, and may 
be of great importance to biblical archaeology, is the work on Ophel. 

I shall now briefly recount the general results of the work on Ophel. 

a) The Siloam tunnel has been not only entirely re-examined, 
but it has been cleaned from end to end. It will be remembered 
that the tunnel is the one referred to in II Kings 20:20 and II 
Chron. 32 : 30. It was made by King Hezekiah to bring the waters 
of Gihon (the Virgin's Fount) within the city. It is a very winding 
tunnel 1,700 feet long and in all previous descriptions the explorers 
have described it as so low in places that it has only been possible 
for a man to traverse it with considerable difficulty and danger, 
by wriggUng along on hands and knees. Thus Warren's description 
of his examination of this tunnel runs in part as follows: 

At 850 feet the height of the channel was reduced to one foot ten inches, 
and here our troubles began. The water was running with great violence, one 
foot in height, and we, crawling full length, were up to our necks in it. I was 
particularly embarrassed; one hand necessarily wet and dirty, the other holding 
a pencil, compass and field book ; the candle for the most part in my mouth. 
Another fifty feet brought us to a place where we had regularly to run the 
gauntlet of the waters. The passage being only one foot, four inches high, we 
had just four inches breathing space, and had some difficulty in twisting our 
necks around properly. When observing, my mouth was under the water. 
{Palestine Exploration Fund Survey, Jerusalem, volumes, p. 354.) 

This is entirely changed now: all the silt has been removed to 
an average depth of three feet six inches throughout, and when I 



300 



THE BIBLICAL WORLD 



last waded this tunnel I did so upon a surface of solid rock and 
scarcely needed to bend my neck at any point. Almost the entire 
channel was lofty enough for me to walk upright. At the Siloam 
Pool (the lower end), it is over sixteen feet high. 




MAP SHOWING THE SERPENTINE COURSE OF THE SILOAM TUNNEL 
G. The bend in which M. Ciermont Ganneau believes the tombs of the kings lie 
P. The bend explored by Captain Parker 

No new inscription was found in the tunnel, but there are several 
false passages, due probably to bad workmanship. Indeed, the 
work, though a great one in its day, is of such a primitive character 
that it is probable that the curves are entirely the result of deficient 
knowledge on the part of the excavators of what direction they 
were going in. It is really a marvel that the parties ever met, and 
it is the record of this wonderful fact which we have in that earliest 
of (long) Hebrew inscriptions, the Siloam Inscription. 
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h) The pool of Siloatn, into which the water from the tunnel 
flows, has been entirely rebuilt by the excavators. A substantial 
flight of stairs with an iron hand-rail has been erected at their 
expense and the tunnel is made to enter the pool under a lofty arch. 
Since the cleaning-out of the tunnel — and the work to be described 
at the Virgin's Fotmt — the supply of water to the pool and thus to 
the irrigated gardens farther down the valley, has been much more 
plentiful than formerly. According to Captain Parker it has been 
doubled in amount. These changes are permanent and substantial 
benefits conferred on the people of Siloam. I may perhaps add 
that though the pool is much improved it is still small and narrow. 
No attempt has been made to restore the pool to its ancient 
grandeur, i.e., a solid rock-cut pool 70 feet square with arcades 
around it, such as Dr. Bliss found it to have been in Roman times. 
That would be, indeed, a great work. 

c) The Virgin's Fountain, ancient Gihon. — Here more extensive 
excavations have been made and really important archaeological 
discoveries have come to Ught. In this place I can only indicate 
them in brief outline, referring those interested in the plans and 
measurements to the published report on the subject. 

First, the true source of the value of this great spring has been 
demonstrated to be a great crack in the rock at the valley bottom 
far below the level of the present apparent source. This crack is 
of immense height, some 16 feet long, and runs east and west. 
The western end just enters the mouth of the cave where the 
apparent source is today, but the eastern end passes deeper along 
the valley bed. All the water arising here would naturally run 
down the valley far below the present source and be lost but for 
the artificial means used to bank the water up. These consist of 
some very ancient walls which converted the source into a pool by 
banking up the water against the surrounding natural rock. At 
this spot arise no less than three aqueducts, the highest of which 
is an entirely new discovery. This is a wide channel, deeply cut in 
the rock, running southward from the pool along the side of the 
Elidron Valley. When first found it was almost full of silt but 
when cleared it was found to be a lofty channel. It was clearly used 
for water because the bottom was lined by slabs of stone grooved 
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with a central channel. At the southern end the channel divided 
into a part going upward and a part going down. It is bewildering 
to know how to interpret the work. Were it not for the grooved 
channels along the bottom the natural suggestion would be that it 
was a secret approach to the spring, but as it was clearly used for 
water it seems probable that it was a channel leading the waters of 
additional sources of water to the main spring. In very many of 
the springs in South Palestine channels like this have been con- 
structed, some at least of which are for the purpose of reaching 
sources of water deeper in than the natural outflow. The second 
aqueduct is the Siloam aqueduct, which will be referred to later, 
and the third aqueduct, at a very much lower level, is the one which 
I described in the Quarterly Statement of the Palestine Excavation 
Fund in January, 1902. It is clearly a work later than the Siloam 
tunnel, being constructed of well-cut blocks of stone and Uned with 
very fine cement. It is impossible that it can have been used at 
the time when the Siloam aqueduct was in use, as it is at so much 
lower a level that it would have carried off all the water before it 
could have reached the cave. The commencement of this aque- 
duct is considerably lower than the lowest of the steps leading to 
the cave. 

Then connected with the commencement of the Siloam aque- 
duct are several perplexing passages. It is impossible to describe 
these here without a proper plan, and imder all circumstances it is 
most difficult to come to any conclusion regarding their purpose. 
The rock passage in particular leading into the Siloam tunnel was 
at such a level that, unless specially and carefully blocked, the whole 
of the water for this tunnel must necessarily have escaped here. 
There was also a cave lying much deeper than the present well- 
known cave which may well have been a sanctum at a time when 
the source of the water was in its natural condition, or at most only 
converted into a pool. All the extraordinary rock cuttings, 
channels, caves, etc., at this source only confirm the view that this 
Gihon was a sacred spot in very ancient times, and was the original 
attraction to this neighborhood of the earliest settlers. 

d) Warren's shaft. — No more interesting remains exist around 
the spring than that system of tunnels and shafts which was 
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examined and described by Sir Charles Warren in the Jerusalem 
Memoirs. This is the greatest, the most ancient, and one of the 
most interesting of all the really ancient remains in Jerusalem. 
The excavations at Gezer have thrown some light upon its purpose 
and age and these explorers have completed Warren's unfinished 
work. I cannot do better than quote Sir Charles Warren's earliest 
and somewhat terse description of this work as an introduction to 
what follows : 

About the center of the Ophel hill, to the east, in the Kidron, is the Foun- 
tain of the Virgin, an intermittent spring whose waters communicate with the 
Siloam Pool by means of a rock-cut canal running in a serpentine course through 
the hill. About three-quarters of the way up the hill, due west from the Virgin's 
Fount, is a vault running north and south, the crown of which is 22 feet below 
the present level of the slope. This vault spans a chasm or cutting in the rock 
and the springing is from the rock. The chasm, when discovered, was over 40 
feet deep and beyond that depth was filled with debris: it, and the vault also, 
is 8 feet wide. The arch was originally semicircular, but is now very much 
distorted. The length of the arch is about 11 feet, but 4 feet farther south the 
vault is open, the roof being self-supporting, earth and stones, and is in a very 

dangerous condition It is not apparent at present in what manner the 

vault was reached from the outside About 17 feet 9 inches below the 

crown of the arch on the north side is the commencement of a sloping rock-cut 
passage, leading northeast by east. The earth has been cleaned out and we 
find the passage to be 8 feet wide and from 10 to 12 feet high. There are several 
rock-cut steps for the first part of the descent, then a landing and a drop of 10 
feet. The horizontal length of the passage is 39 feet and the fall is 37 feet. At 
the bottom is a passage whose roof slopes about 5 feet in its length of 68 feet. 
This passage is on a plan nearly semicircular, bending round from the northeast 
by east to south southwest. Then there is a sloping passage for about 18 feet, 
the fall being at an angle of 45°, and we arrive at the top of the shaft 44 feet 
deep. All these passages, canals, shafts, etc., are cut in the solid rock. 

The shaft in question falls perpendicularly to a horizontal passage 
67 feet long leading to the cave at the Virgin's Foimt, and the 
outermost 50 feet of this passage were utilized for a begiiming of 
the Siloam timnel. But it is quite clear that this work was earlier, 
and probably long anterior to the tunnel of Hezekiah. 

For various reasons, especially because of paucity of fellow- 
workers, Sir Charles Warren never completed the examination of the 
cave and ttmnels. This, these English explorers have now done. 
All that Warren describes as left unfinished they have completed 
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and the outcome shows that here we have a wonderful and very 
ancient system of tunnels whereby the pre-Hebrew inhabitants of 
Jerusalem were able to reach the source of their water supply from 
within their walls. This monument of antiquity does not stand 
alone. At Gezer a lofty tunnel, with steps, similar to Warren's 
great tunnel leading to the shaft, was found. The Gezer tunnel 
was at the highest 23 feet high and nearly 13 feet wide and 
descended by 80 steps to a depth of 94 feet 6 inches below the 
surface of the rock. It terminated in a spring and natural cave- 
reservoir. Indications in the walls led to the conclusion that this 
timnel was excavated by means of flint knives, while a number of 
facts indicated the probable date of its construction as between 
1800 and 2000 B.C. The dating of the Gezer tunnel makes it even 
more probable than before that this work in Jerusalem is at any 
rate pre-Israelite, and it may possibly go back a thousand years 
before David. At el Jib, the ancient Gibeon, a similar system of 
tunnels connected with the spring is known. 

What the new explorers have done demonstrates the early 
condition of the upper timnel. The arching mentioned by Warren 
belongs to a much later time and was probably made after the 
tunnel had been destroyed at this place. The upper entrance has 
not been satisfactorily shown, but the upward slope would have 
brought it to the surface within the limits of the ancient walls. 
The deep shaft mentioned in Warren's accoimt has been closed and 
is found to be entirely blind, leading neither to the passages nor to 
a spring, and it is possible it was made to prevent an enemy doing 
what Joab did, viz., getting access to the city from these passages. 
For those coming down to the spring some kind of drawbridge across 
the chasm must have been provided. It is also quite probable 
that the shaft may originally have been an attempt to reach the 
source of water at a higher level, but if so it was a failure. Captain 
Parker's party has cleared the whole timnel of rubbish, so that now 
it is a lofty passage like the Gezer tunnel. Indeed, to one who like 
myself has stood in both, the likeness of the two passages is extreme. 
How the inhabitants reached the water down the 44-foot perpen- 
dicular passage is not clear. The bottom of the shaft is not 
hollowed out, as is shown in some of the earher illustrations, but 
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slopes downward, and is not at all suited for the lowering of a 
bucket. 

That this tunnel, or system of passages, is the famous sinnSr 
or "gutter" of II Sam. 5:8 appears extremely probable, and the 
story has been made all the more vivid since two or three members 
of the party managed to climb the 40-foot perpendicular shaft 
imaided by ladders or ropes. I found the ascent by firmly fixed 
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ladders quite difficult enough. How they did it I cannot imagine. 
One who was present tells me he never saw such a dangerous feat; 
but if British officers can do this today it is certain that men like 
Joab could have done it in David's time. As the tunnel could be 
approached quite secretly from the spring and traversed by a con- 
siderable party of men until the very city itself was reached, it is 
easy to see that Joab and his companions appearing in the very 
midst of their enemies must have struck terror into their hearts. 
Less than a century ago modern Jerusalem was plundered by a mob 
of lawless fellahin who entered the city in a similar way through 
the great sewer. 
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e) Ophel as the original site of Zion. — As is well known today, 
almost all modern scholars accept the view that this hill Ophel was 
the site of the Zion which David captured. This has been accepted 
(i) on the grovmd of probability that the fortified city would be 
near the great spring Gihon; (2) on the similarity of the site to 
that of other ancient cities in Palestine in its size and its natural 
strength; (3) on the statement that Hezekiah brought the waters 
of the brook out on the west side of Zion, and (4) on such statements 
as that the ark was carried up from the City of David to the 
Temple. To these arguments may now be added several important 
facts. First, the excavations about the spring show its immense 
importance in the earliest time. This is witnessed to by the many 
passages and caves, now deep undergroimd, in the neighborhood. 
Second, the extraordinary, one may almost say the impregnable, 
natural strength of Zion on the east side is shown by the lofty 
natural and artificial scarped surfaces which lie along here. When 
one has descended by ladders along the sides of these great precipices 
it is easy to realize how secure the Jebuzites felt as they looked from 
the lofty walls at David's forces far below them in the valley. 
And third, the enormous amoimt of broken pottery, as well as a 
certain number of beautiful, perfect vessels, all witness to an 
extremely early occupation of this site. All the pottery at any 
depth below the surface is pre-IsraeUte, or early Israelite, and the 
ground is full of it. Whatever may have been the condition of the 
western hill, the traditional site of Zion — ^and there the pottery 
does not appear to be very ancient, nor the depth of rubbish nearly 
so great as elsewhere — it is quite certain that upon the hill of Ophel 
a civilization flourished for at least one thousand, and for probably 
more than two thousand years before David captured the site and 
called it after his own name. It may indeed be said that these 
excavations, incomplete though they are, have finally settled on 
archaeological grounds the site of the earliest city of Jerusalem, 
and confirm the opinion previously reached by scholars largely on 
historical and literary grounds. 



